
BRIEFING  
Continental democracies 
 

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
Author: Enrico D'Ambrogio 
Members' Research Service 
PE 649.330 – March 20220 EN 

India's Parliament and  
other political institutions 

SUMMARY 
India is the biggest democracy in the world. With a population of 1.35 billion in 2018, India was also 
the world's second most populous country, and is projected to overtake China by 2027. Like the 
European Union (EU), it is a pluralistic, multi-faith, multilingual (with 22 recognised languages), and 
multi-ethnic country. Secularism has been enshrined in the Constitution. 

India's 1950 Constitution provides for a quasi-federal setup: powers are separated between the 
central union and the 28 state governments. Competences are allocated according to administrative 
level, between the Union, states or 'concurrently'. 

The prime minister possesses the country's effective executive power. As 'Leader of the House' in 
the lower chamber, the prime minister also holds decisive power in deciding the House's agenda. 
However, the real power of initiating legislation belongs to the government, and the Parliament has 
no say on foreign affairs. 

India's Parliament is bicameral: it includes the Lok Sabha – the lower house – and the Rajya Sabha – 
the upper house. The two houses are equal, but the Lok Sabha dominates in deciding certain 
financial matters and on the collective responsibility of the Council of Ministers. General elections 
take place for Lok Sabha members every five years. The last elections took place in May 2019, when 
Narendra Modi was re-elected as Prime Minister. The Rajva Sabha is a permanent body consisting of 
members indirectly elected by the states, and it is not subject to dissolution. 

India has a common law legal system. The Supreme Court is the final court of appeal, headed by the 
Chief Justice of India. It arbitrates on any dispute between the Union and the states, as well as 
between states, and on the enforcement of fundamental rights. It has powers of judicial review over 
legislation adopted by both the Union and the states. 
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Introduction 
India is located in southern Asia, its 7 500 kilometres of coastline separates the Bay of Bengal from 
the Arabian Sea and descends towards the centre of the Indian Ocean. With a population of 
1.35 billion in 2018, living in a country with a surface area three quarters the size of the EU, India was 
the world's second most populous country, and is projected to overtake China by 2027. Like the EU, 
India is pluralistic, multi-faith and multi-ethnic, as well as being multilingual: Hindi in Devanagari 
script is the official language of the Union but not its national language, English is also used for 
official purposes, and the eighth schedule of the 
Indian Constitution recognises 22 languages. The 
language distribution is varied: 43.6 % speak Hindi, 
followed by several dozen other languages (8 % 
Bengali for example). Almost 80 % of the 
population are Hindu, the country's dominant 
religion; followed by Muslims with 14.2 % (India has 
the second-largest group of Muslims within a single 
country, behind Indonesia; and due to become the 
largest Muslim population by 2050) and Christians, 
with 2.3 %. Despite state secularism, communal 
tensions between Indians of various religious faiths 
and castes have long plagued Indian society. 
Particularly active in the north east in the past, 
separatist movements have declined in 
importance, except in Jammu and Kashmir, where 
the government revoked a constitutional provision 
guaranteeing its special status in August 2019. 
Freedom House ranks India as 'free' in its Freedom 
in the world 2020 report,1 the country is placed 
140th out of 180 countries in the 2019 World Press 
Freedom Index and 78th in the Corruption 
Perception Index.  

Executive power 
Inspired by the British model, India adopted a parliamentary form of government. India's 1950 
Constitution defines the country as a 'Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic Republic' and provides 
for a quasi-federal setup: powers are divided between the Union and the state governments. India 
is divided into 28 states and 9 Union territories: the most recent change was made through the 
August 2019 Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation Act (see box on page 4).  

Head of State 
President Ram Nath Kovind was elected Head of State in July 2017 for a five-year term (re-eligible) 
by the members of an electoral college including both Houses of Parliament and the state 
legislatures. The President must be no less than 35 years of age, and qualified for election as a 
member of the Lok Sabha (lower house). Pratibha Devisingh Patil was the only woman to have 
served as President (2007-2012). 

The President is supreme commander of India’s defence forces and declares any state of emergency. 
Under 'President's rule': state government and imposition of direct central government rule in a 
state can be suspended. The President appoints, among others, the Prime Minister, the other 
Ministers (on the Prime Minister's advice), the judges of the Supreme Court and the High Courts. The 
Vice-President is ex-officio the Chairman of the Rajya Sabha (upper house) and substitutes for the 
president in their absence. 

Map 1 – India 

 
 

Source: EPRS. 
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Prime Minister 
The Prime Minister holds effective executive power and presides over a Council of Ministers chosen 
from the elected members of parliament. The Constitution limits the number of ministers to 
maximum 15 % of the Lok Sabha members (83). There are currently 63 ministers: the Prime Minister, 
23 Cabinet Ministers, 9 Ministers of State (Independent Charge), 30 Ministers of State. The Prime 
Minister can reshuffle ministers' portfolios, force resignations or ask the President to dismiss 
ministers; can ask the President to dissolve or prorogue the Lok Sabha (which can hold a confidence 
vote against the Council of Ministers). The Prime Minister is also the 'Leader of the House' in the Lok 
Sabha; in this capacity, the Prime Minister also holds decisive power (see box, The 'Leader of the 
House' and the 'Leader of the Opposition' on page 7). The government must resign if it loses its 
majority in Lok Sabha. Indira Gandhi (during two different periods) was the only female Indian Prime 
Minister. Elected Prime Minister in 2014, Narendra Modi was confirmed in the post following the 
2019 general elections.   

Table 1 – India's leadership  

Position Name Date started 

President Ram Nath Kovind July 2017 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi May 2014 

Leader of the House (Lok Sabha) Narendra Modi May 2014 

Leader of the Opposition (Lok Sabha) (vacant) May 2014 

Leader of the House (Rajva Sabha) Thawar Chand Gehlot June 2019 

Leader of the Opposition (Rajva Sabha) Ghulam Nabi Azad June 2014 

Note: All the above leaders are from the Bharatiya Janata Party, except the Leader of the Opposition (Rajva Sabha).  

Judiciary power 
India has a common law legal system and its 31-member Supreme Court (28 men, 3 women) is the 
final court of appeal. The Court is headed by the Chief Justice of India (nominated by the President, 
and usually the Supreme Court's senior judge), who remains in position until retirement at 65 years 
old. The Chief Justice presides over a five-member college, which provides the government with a 
list of names for consideration as members of the Supreme Court. In spite of government 
reservation, this college can decide unanimously to support an appointment, whereupon the 
President is obliged to uphold it. A government attempt to change the system in 2014 was 
unsuccessful. Parliament can however impeach a Supreme Court member, on grounds of proved 
misbehaviour or incapacity. Among its main powers, the Supreme Court arbitrates on any dispute 
between the Union and the states, as well as between states, and on the enforcement of the 
fundamental rights. It enjoys power of judicial review (respect of the Constitution) of legislation 
adopted by both the Union and the states. The Court also exercises appellate jurisdiction in several 
cases on India's High Court sentences on criminal and civil matters. The Constitution also provides 
the Supreme Court with discretionary power to grant appeal against any decision taken by an Indian 
court. The Court also has a special advisory jurisdiction in matters which may specifically be referred 
by the President.  

India's Supreme Court disposes of a 'public interest litigation' (PIL) instrument, under which any 
private party can file a petition for the enforcement of constitutional or legal rights, provided the 

http://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/political-science/prime-minister-of-india-power-and-position-of-the-prime-minister/40355
https://www.india.gov.in/my-government/whos-who/council-ministers
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/practice_procedure/oppo.asp
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2019)637921
https://ox.libguides.com/c.php?g=422964&p=2888488
https://sci.gov.in/chief-justice-judges
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/whats-njac-and-what-really-happened-268861-2015-10-19
https://sci.gov.in/jurisdiction
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1990601
https://www.krishonnatiyojana.com/what-is-pil-how-to-file-a-public-interest-litigation/
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issue is of general interest. The Court itself can also decide to initiate a case. Such litigation can be 
introduced against a public authority, but not against a private party. 

There are also 24 High Courts in the country, three of which have jurisdiction over more than one 
state, and including a High Court serving Delhi alone (the only Union territory to have an exclusive 
court). The nomination system is similar to that of the Supreme Court, with a three-member college. 
District courts also operate within states. 

Federal structure 
Article 1 of the Constitution defines India as a 'Union of states'. India combines elements of both a 
federal and a unitary country. The Constitution's seventh schedule maps out the separation of 
legislative powers and responsibilities between the centre and states, classifying competences in 
three categories: 

 Union competences: 96 areas, including defence, foreign affairs, foreign trade, currency, 
citizenship, census, immigration; 

 State competences: 61 areas, including public order, public health, forests, revenue, 
sanitation; 

 Concurrent competences: 52 areas, including economic planning, social security, 
electricity and education. 

However, if the Rajya Sabha passes a resolution by a majority of no less than two-thirds of members 
present, and votes that it is 'necessary or expedient in the national interest' that Parliament should 
legislate on a matter enumerated in the list of state competences, Parliament becomes empowered 
to legislate on that matter for the whole or any part of the territory of India. Such a resolution 
remains in force for a maximum period of one year and can be extended by one year at a time. 

Regarding financial matters, while both the central and state governments have their own tax 
revenues: the Union organises income tax, corporation tax, excise duty, customs, sales tax, while the 
state organises taxes on agricultural income, tolls and capitation taxes. Meanwhile, the Union has 
precedence regarding the distribution of taxation income, through the President's powers. Saxena 
and Swenden2 argue that the Supreme Court has become an effective guardian of federalism through 
its jurisprudence on the President's Rule and the constitutional entrenchment of federalism as part of 
the basic structure. Conversely, the Court has upheld a restrictive reading of the powers of the states 
in treaty-making powers, state reorganisation and in matters of national security. States have no 
formal role in foreign and security policy, although they sometimes succeed in influencing policy. 

Indian states have a unicameral legislature, with the exception of Bihar, Karnataka, Maharashtra, 
Telangana and Uttar Pradesh,3 which are bicameral. Union territories are run directly by the government 
and, apart from the capital Delhi, Puducherry and, as of 31 October 2019, Jammu and Kashmir, do not 
have legislatures.  

On 5 August 2019, the Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation Act scrapped Article 370 of the Constitution 
that guaranteed a special status for the Indian-administered part of Kashmir, Jammu and Kashmir. The 
latter's status was downgraded from state to Union territory, although with its own legislature. The 
Ladakh region was separated from Jammu and Kashmir and also converted into a Union territory, 
without legislature. This change took place on 31 October 2019. The legality of the Presidential order has 
been challenged through petitions to the Supreme Court. 

India's federalist management of diversity 
India4 has had considerable success in managing its ethnic, linguistic, religious and sociocultural 
diversity. Since independence, two strands have characterised the political and institutional debate: 
on one side, those who acknowledge the country's multiculturalism and do not fear territorial or 
linguistic accommodation as a threat to India's integrity; on the other, those who would like to unite 
the country around a Hindu identity. Under the guidance of the Indian National Congress (INC), the 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01436597.2019.1640060
http://www.prsindia.org/billtrack/jammu-and-kashmir-reorganisation-bill-2019
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/08/05/asia/article-370-india-explainer-intl/index.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/supreme-court-to-hear-petitions-against-centre-s-move-to-scrap-article-370-today/story-S980KjBXPTMoWp61uiDnRL.html
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/sc-refuses-to-refer-article-370-cases-to-larger-bench/articleshow/74434625.cms
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former position prevailed in the decades following independence. India's founding fathers were 
oriented towards federalism. However, the violence that characterised the partition of India from 
Pakistan at the time of the debate on the country's Constitution led to moves towards a more 
centralised federal polity. The word 'federal' does not appear in the Constitution,5 nationhood is not 
recognised and states do not have the right to secede from the Union. Also, the centre can 
unilaterally redraw the borders of a state – following state government consultation, although 
consent is not necessary – and can create new states: the Union's 29th state of Telangana was 
created in June 2014. The centre can also impose 'President's Rule': if a state government is unable 
to function according to constitutional provisions, the central government can take direct control 
of the state through the appointment of a Governor, and this for a period of six months (unless 
revoked), renewable for a maximum of three years. Furthermore, a national emergency – declared 
in cases of external aggression or armed rebellion – entitles the centre to legislate on all subjects 
under state competence. 

Analysts define India as an example of 'ethnofederalism'. Many of the states have been reorganised 
on the basis of language (except for Hindi, the main language, spoken by 43.63 % of citizens 
according to the 2011 Census), with a dominant linguistic group, and not on the basis of religion. 
Regional or state parties have offered political representation to the population and sometimes 
have joined coalitions at central level. This kind of settlement has accommodated ethnic groups and 
reduced secessionist pressures. However, violent conflicts have occurred in more heterogeneous 
states; as was the case in the north, where a mosaic of ethnic and tribal populations has given birth 
to relatively scarcely populated states, which have also derogated from the accepted principle that 
a state could be formed only if economically viable. Article 29 of the Constitution guarantees 
minorities the right to conserve their language and (Article 30, also applied to religious minorities) 
to establish educational institutions. Meanwhile, Article 351 of the same Constitution says 'It shall 
be the duty of the Union to promote the spread of the Hindi language'.  

Experts also mention India's 'asymmetric federalism', under which the Constitution gives different 
status or special powers to several Indian states. Article 370 of the Constitution conferred special 
status on former Jammu and Kashmir State. Article 371 (revised several times) lays down a wide 
range of specific safeguards in favour of 12 other states. These provisions are temporary, as the 
scrapping of Jammu and Kashmir's status in August 2019 illustrates. Also, some states (see box on 
page 4), have a unicameral legislature, some are bicameral, while others are Union territories. Many 
of the states with special status are located in the north-eastern areas bordering China, Bangladesh, 
Myanmar and Bhutan, provoking strategic anxieties in Delhi, which has allegedly managed security 
issues there differently to other areas, because of its proximity to these external borders. 

Experts argue that the abolition of the Planning Commission in 2014 and its substitution with the 
National Institution for Transforming India (NITI Aayog) has stripped these states of a Special 
Category Status that entitled them to more favourable financing from the centre. Budgetary issues 
may therefore have an impact on state-centre dynamics. In 2018-2019, transfers from the centre are 
estimated to have made up 48 % of states' revenue. Once the Goods and Services Tax (GST) is 
implemented, the budgetary autonomy of the states is to be reduced by an additional 17 % of their 
revenue. 

India's Parliament 
A bicameral system 
India's Parliament is bicameral: it includes the Lok Sabha (the lower house) and the Rajya Sabha (the 
upper house). The two houses enjoy equal status: all legislation has to be passed by both the Houses 
and receive Presidential assent before it becomes law. There are two exceptions: on certain financial 
matters (a money bill can be introduced only in the Lok Sabha and cannot be amended by the Rajya 
Sabha) and on collective responsibility of the Council of Ministers: in these cases the Lok Sabha is 
predominant. Joint sittings of both Houses (presided by the Lok Sabha Speaker) may take place in 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/telangana/The-story-of-Indias-29th-State-%E2%80%94-Telangana/article14384461.ece
http://censusindia.gov.in/2011Census/C-16_25062018_NEW.pdf#page=17
https://thediplomat.com/2013/11/geographys-curse-indias-vulnerable-chickens-neck/
https://niti.gov.in/
https://www.prsindia.org/policy/discussion-papers/state-state-finances-2018-19
http://www.gstcouncil.gov.in/brief-history-gst
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/Parliament_of_India.pdf
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case of differences between them on ordinary legislation, however this has only occurred in three 
cases: in 1961, in 1978 and in 2002. At state level, citizens are represented in legislative assemblies 
known as Vidhan Sabha. In unicameral states this is the sole house, but in the seven states with a 
bicameral system the Vidhan Sabha constitutes the lower house. In these cases, the Vidhan Parishad 
(the Legislative Council) is the upper house. Parliament has the power to form a new state or Union 
territory, or to alter its territory and name. 

Parliament meets for three sessions a year: Budget Session, from February to May; Monsoon Session, in 
July and August; and Winter Session, in November and December. 

The Lok Sabha (House of the People) is the only directly elected chamber and represents India's 
people. Work in the House is directed by the speaker, who is elected by the House members. A 
maximum of 552 members represent the Indian people: up to 530 members represent India's 28 
states, and up to 20 members represent the nine Union territories. They are all elected through a 
first-past-the-post electoral system. Two additional members from the Anglo-Indian community can 
be nominated by the Indian President,6 should they feel that the community is not adequately 
represented in the house. The current 543 members were elected for a five-year term in May 2019, 
following a six-week electoral process. Since 1999, elections to the Lok Sabha have coincided with 
those for the European Parliament. Of the 22 languages recognised by the Constitution, 15 are 
spoken in the House and simultaneously interpreted into Hindi and English, but not vice versa.  

The Rajya Sabha (Council of States) represents the states and consists of up to 250 indirectly elected 
members. Of these, 12 are appointed by the President, while the rest are elected by the state 
assemblies or Union territories. Currently the Rajya Sabha has 239 members. One third of the house 
is appointed every two years, and members sit for six-year terms. The Rajya Sabha is a permanent 
body and not subject to dissolution. The work of the Rajya Sabha is directed by the Chairman, who 
is ex-officio India's Vice-President. 

Table 2 – Number of members of the Lok Sabha and the Rajya Sabha per state 

Lok Sabha, Raya Sabha. The sources may not include changes due to the Jammu and Kashmir 
Reorganisation Act. 

http://www.elections.in/assembly-constituencies.html
http://www.preservearticles.com/201104235918/notes-on-the-legislative-council-of-india-vidhan-parishad.html
http://loksabha.nic.in/
http://loksabhaph.nic.in/Members/AlphabeticalList.aspx
http://164.100.47.193/Loksabha/Debates/debatelanguage.aspx
http://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsweb.asp
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/member_site/membersearch.aspx
https://loksabha.nic.in/members/StateWiseStatisticalList.aspx
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/member_site/RetLMemState.aspx
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The 'Leader of the House' and the 'Leader of the Opposition' 

Taking inspiration from British practices, although with some differences in the role, the two branches of the 
Indian Parliament traditionally each have a Leader of the House and a Leader of the Opposition. According to 
the rules of procedure of the Lok Sabha, the Prime Minister is Leader of the House, although the prime minister 
could nominate another minister to this function. The Leader of the House exercises direct influence on the 
course of parliamentary business; in particular holding decisive power in deciding the House agenda, in 
consultation with the Speaker. The Leader also influences the legislative process, often havng the final say on 
amendments, government support for private members' bills, and whether a question should be left to a free 
vote. Meanwhile, as for private members' business, the Cabinet Committee on Parliamentary Affairs (one of 
the eight Cabinet Committees, headed by the Minister of Defence) also plays a major role. The Leader of the 
House acts as the leader of their party; however, the Leader also occasionally acts as a representative of the 
position of the whole House towards an external body. The Leader of the House in the Raya Sabha is often 
another minister and is generally a member of the Business Advisory Committee. 

The Salary and Allowances of Leader of Opposition Act of 1977 introduced the statutory definition of the 
Leader of the Opposition. The Act extends the same official status, allowances and benefits to which cabinet 
ministers are entitled, to the Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha and the Rajya Sabha. In the Lok Sabha, 
however, this is subject to recognition of the leader by the Speaker. Among other things, the Leader of the 
Opposition watches for infringements of the rights of minorities and demands debates on issues of relevance 
for the opposition. The Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha is normally involved in appointments to key 
offices – sometimes the government makes a gesture in offering a special invitation to the opposition party 
leader to join an appointment committee, even if not formally Leader of the Opposition. An opposition party 
can claim to have a Leader of the Opposition in any of the houses, provided the party has won 10 % of the 
seats (the House quorum). This threshold requires 55 seats in the Lok Sabha; the main opposition party, the 
INC, has 52 seats (44 in the previous term). For this reason, since 2014, no party has qualified to hold the 
position. Sonia Gandhi (INC) was the first female Leader of the Opposition, serving from 1999 to 2004. 

Committees 
Parliamentary committees can either take the form of a standing committee, or an ad hoc 
committee. The former are permanent and continuous, usually elected every year. The latter are 
appointed for a specific purpose and cease to exist when they finish the assigned task – once they 
have submitted the report. These committees include advisory committees and inquiry committees. 

A further 24 department-related Parliamentary Standing Committees ensure the accountability of 
government to Parliament, covering a wide range of subjects. These are all bicameral committees 
with the same membership rule: 21 members from the Lok Sabha and 10 from the Rajya Sabha. The 
chair of 16of these committees comes from the Lok Sabha (LS), while the chair of eight comes from 
the Rajva Sabha (RS). 

Three financial committees 

The most relevant standing committees are the three financial committees, which control and monitor 
the use of the budget: 

• the Public Accounts Committee (15 members from the Lok Sabha, seven from the Rajva Sabha). It 
scrutinises government appropriation and finance accounts and reports from the Comptroller and 
Auditor-General. It ensures that public money is spent in accordance with Parliament's decisions and 
draws attention to cases of waste; 

• the Estimates Committee (30 members from the Lok Sabha). It reports on which economies, 
improvements in organisation, efficiency or administrative reform consistent with policy underlying the 
estimates, may be effected; 

• the Committee on Public Undertakings (15 members from the Lok Sabha, 7 from the Rajva Sabha). It 
examines reports from the Comptroller and Auditor-General. It also examines whether public 
undertakings are being run efficiently and managed in accordance with sound business principles and 
prudent commercial practices. 

              
         

     

https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/practice_procedure/oppo.asp
https://legislativebodiesinindia.nic.in/LS/ataglace.htm
https://mpa.gov.in/sites/default/files/parlia6.pdf
https://pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1573622
http://164.100.47.5/newmembers/Website/Main.aspx
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/msa_section/leader_opposition_1977.pdf
http://164.100.47.5/newmembers/Website/Main.aspx
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/qualifying-for-leader-of-the-opposition/article27957618.ece
https://www.indiatoday.in/elections/lok-sabha-2019/story/17th-lok-sabha-leader-of-opposition-bjp-congress-1533766-2019-05-24
https://www.indiatoday.in/elections/lok-sabha-2019/story/17th-lok-sabha-leader-of-opposition-bjp-congress-1533766-2019-05-24
https://knowindia.gov.in/profile/the-union/parliamentary-committees.php
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/committees/commtt_introduction.pdf#page=9
file://EPRSBRUSNVF01/Service/DirA/6_PMEU/Staff/cdietrich/7%20templates/Word%20templates/final/Donec%20porttitor
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Table 3 – Department Committees per institution 

Department Committees run by the Lok Sabha Department Committees run by the Rajva Sabha 

Agriculture Commerce 

Chemicals and fertilisers Health and family welfare 

Coal and steel  Home affairs 

Defence Human resource development 

Energy Industry 

External affairs  Personnel, public grievance, law and justice 

Finance Science and technology, environment and forests 

Food, consumer affairs and public distribution Transport, tourism and culture 

Information technology  

Labour  

Petroleum and natural gas  

Railways  

Rural development  

Social justice and empowerment  

Urban development  

Water resources  

Source: Rayva Sabha. 

Other standing committees, set up in each House, include: 

 Business Advisory Committee; 
 Committee on Private Members' Bills and Resolutions; 
 Committee on Government Assurances; 
 Committee on Subordinate Legislation; 
 Committee on Papers laid on the table; 
 Committee on Welfare of scheduled castes and scheduled tribes; 
 Committee on Absence of Members; 
 Rules Committee; 
 General Purposes Committee; 
 Committee on Petitions; 
 Committee on Privileges; 
 Joint Committee on Offices of Profit; 
 Committee on Empowerment of Women; 
 Joint Committee on Salaries and Allowances of Members; 
 House Committee; the Library Committee; Ethics Committee. 

Parties in Parliament  
India is the biggest democracy in the world and this is reflected in the number of registered parties: 
almost 2 300 on the eve of the 2019 general elections. Seven of them are recognised national parties, 
while 59 are recognised state parties. Recognition as a national or a state party ensures that the 

https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/committees/general_introduction.asp
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/elections/lok-sabha/india/india-now-has-2293-political-parties-149-registered-between-february-march/articleshow/68451605.cms?from=mdr
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election symbol of that party is not used by any other political entity in polls across India. Registered 
but unrecognised political parties have to choose from a pool of 'free symbols' announced by the 
Election Commission of India. National and state parties get land or buildings from the government 
to set up their party offices.  

The conditions for recognition as a national party are: 

 securing at least 6 % of the total valid votes from four or more states in Lok Sabha 
elections or assembly elections, and winning at least four seats in the Lok Sabha from 
any state; 

 gaining 2 % of the seats in the Lok Sabha, electing 
members from three states; 

 recognition as a state party in four states. 

The conditions for recognition as a state party are: 

 securing at least 6 % of the total valid votes in an 
election to the legislative assembly of a state and 
winning at least two seats in that state; 

 securing at least 6 % of the total valid votes in the 
state at a general Lok Sabha election from the state 
concerned and winning at least one seat from the 
state concerned; 

 gaining 3 % of seats in the legislative assembly at a 
general election to the legislature of the state 
concerned, or 3 seats in the assembly; 

 winning one seat in the Lok Sabha for every 25 seats 
or any fraction allotted to the state at a general 
election to the Lok Sabha from the state concerned. 

The following parties enjoy considerable representation in the Parliament at present: 

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),7 is the biggest political group in Parliament since 2014, following 
landslide victories in the two most recent general elections. A Hindu nationalist party, it has a 
stronghold in the north and members of the higher castes. In 2019, this national party received 
37.6 % of the votes and secured a majority in the Lok Sabha, with 303 seats. The party leads the 
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) coalition which won 350 of the lower house's 542 seats overall. 
In the Rajya Sabha, the NDA is the first alliance, although with 117 of 242 seats (of which the BJP has 
80), it does not hold the majority. However, it has been argued that the NDA could achieve this by 
2020 or 2021. At present, the BJP controls 12 states, while its allies control another 6. 
Jagat Prakash Nadda is the party's president. Former BJP President, hardliner and Home Minister 
Amit Shah, enjoys increasing power in Modi's government and is predicted to become a future 
Prime Minister. 

The Indian National Congress (INC), a secular and centre-left national party, has dominated Indian 
politics since the country gained independence. Traditionally lead by the Gandhi family 
(Sonia Gandhi is the interim President), INC has traditionally focused its policies on welfare to help 
the poor. The INC is the pillar of the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) coalition, which lost the two 
last general elections to the NDA. It has 52 seats in the Lok Sabha and 46 in the Rajya Sabha. 

The Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK8), a regional social-democrat party, emerged as the third 
strongest contender in the Lok Sabha, although well behind the first two. Its stronghold is in 
southern Tamil Nadu state and Puducherry Union territory. Muthuvel Karunanidhi Stalin is DMK 
leader. 

The All India Trinamool Congress (AITC), a national party since 2016, supports secularism. The 
party's founder and leader, Mamata Banerjee, a former INC member, was the first woman to be 
appointed Chief Minister of West Bengal, a state bordering Bangladesh, where she is still in office. 

Political fragmentation in India  

Despite the high number of registered 
parties and the growing number of 
parties represented in the Lok Sabha, 
experts argue that political 
fragmentation in India has been rather 
reductive. Instead of adding up the 
number of parties, their conclusions are 
based on the political science method 
of calculating the effective number of 
parties, which essentially weights them 
by the number of votes or seats they 
actually earn. Experts claim that 
'smaller, regional parties are losing 
ground to a domineering hegemonic 
force in the form of the BJP'. 

https://eci.gov.in/
http://www.bjp.org/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-48366944
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/elections/lok-sabha/india/heres-how-bjp-earned-massive-mandate-explained-in-numbers/articleshow/69529857.cms?from=mdr
http://www.india.com/election-2014/results/national-democratic-alliance-chooses-narendra-modi-as-leader-60978/
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/member_site/partymemberlist.aspx
https://www.reuters.com/article/india-politics-bjp/modis-ruling-nda-may-win-key-rajya-sabha-majority-next-year-projection-idUSKCN1T905U
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/nda-likely-to-get-majority-in-rajya-sabha-by-2021/articleshow/69527636.cms?from=mdr
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/nadda-becomes-bjp-president-takes-over-from-amit-shah-120012001286_1.html
https://mha.gov.in/about-us/meet-the-minister/union-home-minister
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DltZB2HRpY4
https://theprint.in/opinion/who-after-modi-with-amit-shahs-nomination-bjp-sets-up-a-succession-plan-for-2024/210956/
https://theprint.in/opinion/who-after-modi-with-amit-shahs-nomination-bjp-sets-up-a-succession-plan-for-2024/210956/
http://www.inc.in/
https://www.inc.in/en/leadership/smt-sonia-gandhi
https://www.indiatoday.in/elections/lok-sabha-2019/story/dmk-modi-wave-tamil-nadu-1532979-2019-05-23
https://www.oneindia.com/politicians/m-k-stalin-86.html
https://aitmc.org/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/Trinamool-Congress-recognised-as-national-party/article14620149.ece
https://www.elections.in/political-leaders/mamata-banerjee.html
https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/09/05/dawn-of-india-s-fourth-party-system-pub-79759
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Markku_Laakso/publication/241645380_The_Effective_number_of_parties_a_measure_with_application_to_West_Europe/links/0deec538c60cf997cc000000/The-Effective-number-of-parties-a-measure-with-application-to-West-Europe.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Markku_Laakso/publication/241645380_The_Effective_number_of_parties_a_measure_with_application_to_West_Europe/links/0deec538c60cf997cc000000/The-Effective-number-of-parties-a-measure-with-application-to-West-Europe.pdf
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The Yuvajana Sramika Rythu (YSR) Congress Party (YSR, meaning 'Youth, Labour and Farmers 
Congress Party') is a regional political party in the southern state of Andhra Pradesh. 
Yeduguri Sandinti Jaganmohan Reddy is President and the state's Chief Minister. 

Figure 1 – Party representation in the Indian Parliament 

Sources: Lok Sabha, Rajva Sabha 

Women in Parliament 
The 78 women elected to the Lok Sabha represent 14.4 % of members. In the Rajva Sabha there are 
25 female members, making up 10.5 % of the total. While the proportion of female members of the 
Lok Sabha rose from 1989, women remain heavily under-represented in the House. The figure below 
shows a comparison with the percentage of women within the European Parliament since 1979 (in 
2019, 40.4 % of the members elected are women). 

The first female speaker of the Lok Sabha was Meira Kumar (INC), who served from 2009 to 2014. Her 
successor was another female speaker, Sumitra Mahajan9 (BJP), who served from 2014 to 2019. 

Figure 2 – Women in the Lok Sabha and in the European Parliament 

Sources: The Ballot, Lok Sabha, European Parliament. 

Challenges to Parliament's relevance 
The Parliament plays a limited role in initiating legislation: Private Members' Bills have little chance 
to be discussed and to become legislation, compared with Government Bills. Parliament has no say 
on foreign affairs, including on treaties with other countries. In addition, the committees' powers 
are limited: the primer published by the Rajva Sabha for its members notes that the committees 

Lok Sabha Rajva Sabha 

  

 

BJP INC DMK AITC YSR Others BJP INC AITC Others

https://www.ysrcongress.com/english/news
https://loksabha.nic.in/members/PartyWiseStatisticalList.aspx
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/member_site/partystrength.aspx
http://loksabhaph.nic.in/Members/GenderWiseStatisticalList.aspx
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/member_site/women.aspx
https://theballot.in/women-all-lok-sabhas/
http://loksabhaph.nic.in/Members/GenderWiseStatisticalList.aspx
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190226STO28804/women-in-the-european-parliament-infographics
https://rajyasabha.nic.in/rsnew/legislation/introduction.asp
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/india/explainer-what-is-a-private-members-bill-and-why-does-it-fail-the-house-test-3397221.html
https://www.google.it/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=16&ved=2ahUKEwiloJ3-pfHkAhWBUlAKHd4CB4kQFjAPegQICBAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.prsindia.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fparliament_or_policy_pdfs%2F1425009754_Rajya%2520Sabha%2520Primer-%2520Final.pdf&usg=AOvVaw35b0JcEW8sYBj6dgn0TxlK
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'review proposed laws, oversee activities of the government, and scrutinise government 
expenditure' and 'provide a forum to build consensus across party lines and enable consultations 
with independent experts and stakeholders', as their meetings are usually held in camera. However 
they do not amend legislation, and Parliament is not bound by their recommendations. At the 
beginning of the current legislature, no fewer than 25 bills were adopted without any scrutiny by 
parliamentary standing committees, as negotiations for their creation were still under way and 
nominations were done in September 2019.  

Analysts have raised concern regarding disruption in the Indian Parliament's proceedings, on its 
decline and on its decreasing relevance. According to Professor Javeed Ahmad Bhat's analysis, 
which recommends fully overhauling parliamentary functioning, 'most of the quality time of the 
Sansad10 is being wasted on political disagreements, disorder, rowdiness and theatrics'. The anti-
defection law (inserted in the Constitution as the tenth Schedule) has been suggested as one of the 
reasons for this: a member of the Parliament can be disqualified if he/she voluntarily gives up the 
membership of his/her party or disobeys the directives of the party leadership on a vote. This 
provision may discourage real debate and allow parties to dictate the members' behaviour. Another 
reason could be related to the live broadcast of parliamentary sessions and the opportunity to gain 
visibility through disruptive behaviour. Disruption may prevent the Parliament from performing its 
task of scrutinising ministers' activity. 

The declining number of sitting days in both Parliament and the state assemblies are cause for 
concern. The previous term (2014-2019, 16th Lok Sabha) recorded the second lowest in hours of 
work, considering the parliament's full term. Parliament spent more time on discussing legislation 
than in other terms, however it dedicated less time to scrutinising activity in committees. Of the 
133 bills passed, one in four were related to finance. Some 83 % of budget expenditure was adopted 
without discussion. 

European Parliament and Indian parliament 
No institutional agreement covers relations between the European Parliament and the Indian 
parliament. The Lok Sabha no longer has an established Friendship Group for Relations with the 
European Parliament that could act as counterpart to the European Parliament's delegation. The 
two houses have therefore not held formal inter-parliamentary meetings (IPM). The President of the 
Lok Sabha visited the European Parliament in 2015, while Members of the European Parliament paid 
official visits to India in 2015 and in 2017. 
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ENDNOTES 

1  Meanwhile, Freedom House awarded India a lower score, placed it in the spotlight and ranked India-administered 
Kashmir as 'not free'. 

2  R. Saxena, W. Swenden, The Indian Supreme Court and Federalism, Fédéralisme Régionalisme, University of Liège, 
Volume 17: 2017. 

3  With a population of around 200 million, the northern state of Uttar Pradesh, is by far the most populous. It sends 
80 members to the Lok Sabha. 

4  The following studies provided sources of information for this paragraph: K. Adeney, H. Bhattacharyya, Current 
challenges to multinational federalism in India, in Regional & Federal Studies, Volume 28, 2018 – Issue 4; C. K. Sharma, 
W. Swenden, Continuity and change in contemporary Indian federalism, in India Review, Volume 16, 2017 – Issue 1; H. 
Bhattacharyya, K. K. S. Hausing, J. Mukherjee, Indian federalism at the crossroads: Limits of the territorial management 
of ethnic conflict, in India Review, Volume 16, 2017 – Issue 1; K. Adeny, Does ethnofederalism explain the success of 
Indian federalism? in India Review, Volume 16, 2017 – Issue 1; H. Bhattacharyya, Indian Federalism and Democracy: The 
Growing Salience of Diversity-claims Over Equality-claims in Comparative and Indian Perspective, in Regional & Federal 
Studies, Volume 25, 2015 – Issue 3. 

5  The Constitution simply refers to the pre-independence Federal Court, which was substituted by the Supreme Court 
in 1950. 

6  According to the Lok Sabha website, no one has been nominated by the President of India under this provision 
(Article 331 of the Constitution) in the current term. 

7  'Bharatiya' means 'Indian' and 'Janata' means 'People'. The BJP website's welcome message is: ' Welcome to the website 
of the world's largest political party'. 

8  'Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam' is translated as 'Dravidian Progress Federation'. 
9  Sumitra Mahajan visited the European Parliament in June 2015. 
10  'Sansad' means 'Parliament' in Hindi. 
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